RENDEZVOUS IN HELL

like anyone else, but he's nearly eighty and is still writing and still suc-
cessful. He's as happy as an old man can be. Destiny has not called
him to account,"

" Should I come back this afternoon, Maitre?" Lucienne asked.

Wilner reflected.

"Yes/' he said, "come at five o'clock, my child. I think I'll finish
off the love scene. It's very important to have a model/' he went on,
talking to Simon. "Particularly one like this. She's very gifted and
assumes any pose one wants. If you like to think of it that way, she
represents what my character hopes from his partner and what he sug-
gests in the dialogue in which the propriety of the language masks the
real sense only for nuns and virgins."

Lucienne, now dressed, was waiting.

"What do you want?" Wilner asked. "Money? But I gave you
some yesterday. You want your fee for this morning's session? Very
well, just as you like."

He gave her seventy-five francs. Did she really need it, Simon won-
dered, or was it merely a further provocation, a desire to parade her
utter decadence? Another means of avenging herself on the Dominican
convent in which her childhood had been immured?

" Thank you, Maitre. Till this afternoon then. Goodbye, Monsieur,"
she said to Simon.

Simon held out his hand to her, as if by this gesture he wished to
rehabilitate her, prove to her that he did not despise her. She took the
outstretched hand coldly, looking obliquely into Simon's eyes in a way
that seemed to say: "If you want my address, it's at your disposal. I
can do this for politicians too, especially if they are my false mother's
ex-lovers."

"And then, you know, my dear fellow," said Wilner to Simon, when
Lucienne had gone, " I shall confess something to you: having a naked
girl lying before me is the only means of calming my erotic fancies and
keeping my mind free for work."

He went to his desk, bent his large nostrils towards the few sheets of
paper on it, and seemed to be sniffing his own writing.

"I'm writing a torrid play," he went on, ua work parched by the
sirocco of passion. And in face of the woman's passion, the man tries
to preserve his own integrity. Listen, my dear fellow, listen to this
sentence I wrote this morning. elf you ask me how long I shall love
you, I reply seven days, so as not to spend more time on it than God
weeded to create the Universe.' That's good. You like it, don't you?"

"Very much," Simon replied.

"Why," he was wondering, "does Edouard go on writing?"

And indeed neither need for money, nor need for fame, compelled
Wilner to write, to add one more play to the fifty-three which made
UD that life-work in which he had left a complete picture of the society
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